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The facilitator said that the skills trade in LaGrange County is unique. With regard to focusing on specific
industry clusters, he noted that educators will not know what skills will be needed until the jobs
available in the county change.

Focus Group: Major Employers

Seven representatives from LaGrange County’s major employers attended a focus group on Thursday,
April 21, 2011 at 1:00 P.M. A ssign in sheet is appended to the end of this summary.

The focus group was facilitated by Brian O’Neill, Senior Project Manager at Strategic Development
Group, Inc. (SDG). Catie Kosinski, Project Manager at SDG, and Keith Gillenwater, Executive Director of

the LaGrange County Economic Development Corporation (EDC), also attended the session.

The following people attended the focus group:

Name Business

Marshall Bacynski Lund, Inc.

Randy Graber Open Range RV

Fritz Helmuth S&H Metal Products
Bob Keunning Nishikawa Standard Co.
Delbert Miller KZ-RV

Joe Pierce Farmers State Bank
Sherryl Rhinesmith LaGrange REMC

As participants introduced themselves, it was noted that economic development has three primary
activities: recruiting, retention and expansion, and small business development. The focus group with
major employers will address the retention and expansion needs of businesses currently located in
LaGrange County.

1) What additional resources are needed for major employers in LaGrange County?
a. Retention and expansion of existing businesses
b. New employers or entrepreneurs

One participant noted that the current uncertainty about gas prices is a concern for many local
employers. Access to credit is another issue for many employers.

The lack of adequate basic infrastructures was also noted by participants. Participants cited the lack of
county-wide broadband access. The need for water and sanitary sewer improvements were also
mentioned. One member explained that “many wells in Howe are contaminated.” Another participant
said that reliable electric utilities are needed in many areas to provide a “redundancy of service.”
Employers stand to lose money in productivity when they are without power for even short periods of
time.
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Rail service is extremely limited in the county. There are only two rail connections in the county: one in
South Milford and the other north of the toll road. Both connections are privately owned. However,
there are opportunities for employers to work out cargo arrangements with both providers.

The facilitator suggested adding dark fiber for broadband access anytime there are improvements made
to water, sewer, and roads. A participant noted that sewer and water infrastructure drive high density
development.

Another participant said that recruiting employees — both salaried and hourly associates —is a challenge
because of the low education levels of the workforce. The lack of cultural and quality of life amenities
detract many salaried associates from locating in the area.

2) Is there a need for new types of business space for major employers?
a. Retail
b. Industrial
c. Office space
d. Services

The consensus among the focus group participants was that LaGrange County has plenty of existing
space available. However, much of the space tends to be older and have low ceiling heights, which may
limit the types of businesses that can occupy it. In addition, participants said that there are greenfield
spaces available in the county.

3) To what extent are vital downtowns important to the overall business climate?
a. What is your opinion of the downtowns in LaGrange County?

The general perception among the participants was that LaGrange County has few cultural and retail
opportunities. One participant explained that “downtown Topeka is great for the Amish,” but there are
no shops for items such as clothing. It will be difficult to attract larger retailers to the area because of
the county’s large Amish population. In addition, a participant noted that the low educational
attainment levels can be a deterrent for attracting major employers.

4) What do you think of LaGrange County’s workforce?
a. Quality
b. Affordability

There was a noticeable difference in the perception of the workforce between employers who hire
Amish workers and those who require a high school diploma or GED. Employers who require high
school diplomas feel that the county’s workforce lacks basic skills. One participant said that “50% of my
workforce comes in with adequate skill levels.” Despite a four level screening process, the other half do
not. Motivation and commitment were noted as issues among the non-Amish workforce.

Employers in the RV industries had a different perception altogether. One representative explained that
“the Amish are taught to have a strong, physical work ethic.” It is not uncommon for Amish workers to
come in several hours early to work.
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Some participants felt that the pay scale of the jobs determines the quality of the workforce. One said,
“In LaGrange County, it all comes down to what the worker gets paid. There’s no turnover when the
wage is high.”

It was determined that there is a potential to recruit the Amish for jobs that usually require high school
diplomas. There are also opportunities to form partnerships between businesses and schools to ensure
that students leaving high school have the basic skills needed in the workplace.

5) What is the availability of training opportunities for your workers?
a. Attitudes toward training

Several businesses explained that they do their own training in-house usually focusing on job-specific
skills. The facilitator said that Ivy Tech will provide specific courses for employers. The LaGrange
County Economic Development Corporation (EDC) can help employers connect with those types of
resources.

6) What types of incentives and support services are needed in LaGrange County to promote
business development?
a. Micro loans
b. Tax abatements
¢. Financing

Employers have taken advantage of several types of incentives available in LaGrange County. One used
tax abatements to add to their building. However, one participant said that his preference is for
“government to leave my business alone.” He cited new federal environmental regulations as an
additional burden for many business owners. The representative from the LaGrange REMC said that it
also offers commercial and industrial incentives to businesses.

7) Is there a good balance between keeping the tax base low and making timely investments in
infrastructure and public services in LaGrange County?

One participant said that there has been a reluctance to use Major Moves money for economic
development. There is also the perception that county officials are sometimes anti-business.

A business representative at the focus group had a question about the differences between residential
and industrial recycling. The LaGrange County EDC can serve as a point of contact for businesses that
have questions about regulations and infrastructure.

As for public services, there was consensus that the school systems in LaGrange County are well
regarded. One participant said that the county should continue to invest and advertise the good school
systems.

Summary

The facilitator summarized the discussion points of the focus group with major employers. Most are
fairly satisfied with the county’s infrastructure despite some areas that need improvements. Employers
are also mostly satisfied with available business incentives such as tax abatements. There are adequate
opportunities for business expansion and available training opportunities for the workforce. The
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downtown centers present a challenge for employers. Many business managers live outside of the
community because of the lack of cultural and retail opportunities.

Focus Group: Small to Medium Size Businesses

Seven representatives from LaGrange County’s small to medium size businesses attended a focus group
on Thursday, April 21, 2011 at 3:00 P.M. A sign in sheet is appended to the end of this summary.

The focus group was facilitated by Brian O’Neill, Senior Project Manager at Strategic Development
Group, Inc. (SDG). Catie Kosinski, Project Manager at SDG, and Keith Gillenwater, Executive Director of
the LaGrange County Economic Development Corporation (EDC), also attended the session. David Miller
of Business Resource Company also sat in during this focus group.

The following people attended the focus group:

Name Business

Rob Evans Shipshewana Town Center/Splash Universe
Randy Fry Randy Fry CPA

Jac Price Price’s Laundry

David Rinkel Greenfield Mills

John Schmidt Lewis Quality Homes

Kenny Stutzman Buggy-Lane Tours

Marvin Yoder Resident

1) What resources are needed that support small to medium size businesses?
a. Existing businesses
b. Entrepreneurs

Several participants expressed uncertainty about what resources are available in LaGrange County that
support small to medium size businesses. Members of the focus group said they needed to know what
assistance was available and how to access the opportunities for businesses. A participant noted that
businesses outside of the towns of Shipshewana and LaGrange can “find it hard to get support from
resources and government.”

Some business owners feel that local governments “can make things difficult for businesses.” One
participant said that tax abatement process has presented challenges. The facilitator commented that
communities should have clearly stated policies for abatements to eliminate unnecessary confusion.
There may be a need for improved business-government relations. Predictability is one of the most
important things people expect from government or a plan commission. The facilitator explained that
some of the issue may be an efficiency problem due to the limited resources of local governments.
Similarly, small business owners expressed a need for a more streamlined process for managing
renovation and building permits.
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One problem that many businesses owners have perceived in the county is that it can be difficult for
new entrepreneurs to find the support they need. A participant in the focus group commented that
“start-up companies can struggle to get established and become part of the community.”

Focus group participants recognized that they could do more to cross-promote other businesses. It was
suggested that hotels in the county have maps available that show all local businesses. A related issue is
that people tend to forget about the opportunities available on the east side of the county. One
participant explained that “if you’re not a hunter or fisher on a [mailing] list, you don’t know about the
assets on the east side of the county.”

Participants identified the county’s unspent Major Moves money as a potential resource for business
owners. Although state statute limits the funds to certain activities such as building and road repairs, it
also allows for economic development projects that can be broadly defined. A few of the participants
felt that spending the Major Moves money has the “ability to drive businesses to the county.”

2) Is there a need for new types of business space?
a. Retail
b. Industrial
c. Office space
d. Services

Focus group participants felt that the county has plenty of available retail and commercial space.
Industrial space may be needed, because the current buildings have low ceilings. A participant noted
that “sometimes getting space rezoned can be a challenge.”

3) To what extent are vital downtowns important to the overall business climate?
a. What is your opinion of the downtowns in LaGrange County?

Participants recognized the efforts that shop owners in Shipshewana have put into the downtown. Local
people there invested their own time and money in the beautification efforts. They also noted cities in
nearby counties that have successfully led downtown revitalization projects.

Until recently grants through the Indiana of Office of Community and Rural Affairs were available for
downtown revitalization planning and implementation. However, these funds are directly tied to
federal CDBG funds, which may experience cuts in the new budget. The facilitator noted that the best
way to accomplish downtown revitalization projects are through public private partnerships.

Some participants felt that communities in LaGrange County were somewhat disadvantaged because
they did not have a city structure. Whereas a mayor can impose a vision for downtown, leadership in

town government can be diluted by committee.

The participants felt that an attractive town center “sets the tone for the community.”
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4) What do you think of LaGrange County’s workforce?
a. Quality
b. Affordability

Some of the business owners who participated in the focus group felt that the county’s workforce was in
need of training and exhibited a poor work ethic. One reason for this perception may be that the
employers tend to offer low-wage, low-skill jobs. Many of the employers hire seasonal laborers or high
school students for these positions. One participant explained that “the kids coming out of high school
are looking for a job rather than a career. The work ethic of the young people needs some adjustment.”

Other participants did not have complaints about workers but noted that they have “heard concerns
about the education levels of the workforce.”

One business owner said that his business has begun hiring high school students as interns to encourage
them to consider being a professional in LaGrange County.

Others felt that local educators needed to stress the need for basic skills and work ethic among students
graduating from high school.

5) What is the availability of training opportunities to area workers?
a. Attitudes toward training

The focus group participants did not specifically discuss this question. The participants represented
smaller businesses that did not require higher skills in the jobs they were offering.

6) What types of new incentives are needed in LaGrange County?
a. Micro loans
b. Tax abatements
c. Bankloans

Several participants said that the nature of business financing has changed as a result of the recent
economic recession. One participant said that lending for the hospitality industry has all but dried up.
There is no micro loan program in LaGrange County. One result of this is that new “entrepreneurs have
more problems accessing capital” than established businesses, one person pointed out. Another
participant commented that the SBDC in Fort Wayne provides some funding opportunities for small
businesses in LaGrange County.

7) Is there a good balance between keeping the tax base low and making timely investments in
infrastructure and public services in LaGrange County?

Focus group participants had specific complaints about local taxes and infrastructure improvements. It
was noted that the Town of LaGrange added capacity to its sewer plan to attract businesses and is now
running lower than capacity. It was also noted that the community of Howe has a water tower with no
water in it. Businesses owners in Shipshewana felt that they paid higher taxes.
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Focus Group: Wood Working Industry including Amish small business owners

Thirteen representatives from Wood Working Industry including Amish small business owners in
LaGrange County attended a focus group on Thursday, April 21, 2011 at 5:00 P.M. A sign in sheet is
appended to the end of this summary.

The focus group was facilitated by David Miller of Business Resource Company. Brian O’Neill, Senior
Project Manager at SDG, Catie Kosinski, Project Manager at SDG, and Keith Gillenwater, Executive

Director of the LaGrange County Economic Development Corporation (EDC), also attended the session.

The following people attended the focus group:

Name Business

Merv Beechy M&YV Furnishing

Joe Hochstetler Wana Cabinets & Furniture
Jake Kuhns Interior Hardwoods LLC
Clayton Lambright Townline Furniture

Cletus Lambright Lambright Woodworking
Mervin Lehman Heartland Mattress

Ervin Miller E&S Wood Creations
Myron Miller Finishworks LLC

Paul Miller Custom Steel Designs
Steve Raber West Point Woodworking
Mike Sutter Michiana Laminated Products
Glen H. Yoder Four Woods Laminating
Henry Yoder RH Yoder Woodworking

1) What are the strengths of the area regarding your industry?

Strengths: Participants identified several strengths in the wood working industry including work ethic,
entrepreneurship, diversity, and collaboration and cooperation among owners. One participant
commented that “raw materials are accessible to manufacturers in the region.” Another focus group
member said that individual builders specialize in making pieces, but they can “create sets of furniture
together.”

Weaknesses: Educational attainment and cultural norms were the primary weaknesses identified by the
participants. The Amish only complete education through the 8" grade, which can limit some of their
job opportunities. Technology presents a challenge for some Amish small business owners. They do not
want to use certain technologies such as the Internet, but this can restrict their ability to market their
products. One participant explained, “we need to educate ourselves more and market our products
regionally.” Others suggested that the Amish work with the English community to develop a web
presence. The Amish small business owners recognized that they are competing in the global economy.
They identified competitive wages as another weakness since many compete with wages offered by RV
manufacturers. The Amish are not immune to the impacts of increasing fuel prices. One participant said
that “shipping and delivery costs are rising” and are cutting their profit margins. While the Amish are
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proud of their heritage, an attitude that resists change can sometimes make innovation difficult for
entrepreneurs.

Opportunities: Focus group participants felt that there are several opportunities for Amish
entrepreneurs particularly in the wood working industry. One person noted that LaGrange County is
within the “furniture belt from Indiana, Ohio, and Pennsylvania.” Amish entrepreneurs also have the
advantage of participating in the “niche market of being ‘Amish made’” which gives them a competitive
edge. The participants felt that there are plenty of opportunities for the future because many of them
are only the second generation of wood working small business owners in the county. In addition,
several felt that more members of the Amish community “are willing to step outside the box and try
something new” for employment. Another commented that the “entrepreneurship concept has change
over time” allowing more Amish to participate.

Threats: Global competition is a threat to smaller wood working businesses. One participant explained
that furniture made in China poses some threat to the industry but mostly affects larger companies.
Rising shipping costs were cited as another threat that reduces profitability. In discussion of price
cutting strategies, it was noted that Michiana Laminated LLC has equipment that “could be utilized by
the Amish woodworkers.” Some of the threats seemed to stem from success. Some business owners
said that “growing too fast” can put strains on entrepreneurs. Another threat could be not having an
“exit strategy” to transition from entrepreneurship to another line of work or retirement.

2) What are some ideas for programs that would be helpful to support the industry?

Educational-related: The cooperative spirit of the Amish was clearly evident in discussion about
programs that support the wood working industry. The group discussed the numerous and often
disparate roles that small business owners take on when they go to work for themselves. Although
expert craftsmanship was not lacking, some focus group participants felt that many Amish
entrepreneurs “are not good at the business side of things.” One person commented that “we don’t
utilize the assets in our community.” Ideas for new resources included an Amish-run educational
program for entrepreneurs, establishing a cooperative team to manage such things as marketing, and
hiring high school students or interns. At least one member commented on the need for business
related educational programs on management and marketing.

Trade-related: Participants mentioned that a “business incubator would be a good idea” and that “labor
costs are something to keep in mind.”

Marketing-related: Marketing to various groups has presented challenges for many Amish
entrepreneurs. Participants said that local organizations such as the Convention and Visitors Bureau
have made strides in drawing more tourists to the retail opportunities in the county. However, several
people felt that more could be done to assist with marketing to wholesalers. There was some discussion
of hiring a non-Amish salesperson who could market several business owners’ products. One participant
said that business owners “need ways to drive customers to their site” online such as the NIWA
(Northern Indiana Woodcrafter’s Association) has done.

Financial-related: One focus group member said that small business owners have opportunities to
“make better use of outside resources like accountants.”
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3) Is there a common need among the woodworking industry that could be developed and shared?
For example, in the Motorsports Industry, a shared wind tunnel is of great value. In the Processed
Food Industry, a large scale shared cooler/freezer facility is of great value.

Members of the focus group shared several ideas for how to address common needs among the wood
working industry. Finding solutions to shipping-related issues were among the most discussed. Amish
entrepreneurs are increasingly encountering the need to ship items that do not fit in standard boxes or
that cannot be blanket-wrapped. One participant noted that a machine is available that will cut any size
box, but the cost is prohibitive for a small business owner (~$250,000). The group discussed the
benefits of having a co-op or shared Amish community industrial park that could offset costs for such
things as shipping, diesel fuel, and equipment. Currently, many entrepreneurs operate businesses out
of their homes, but several saw the benefit of a shared industrial park.

4) Are there certain types of suppliers that should be recruited to locate in the area?

The number one request for new suppliers in the area was for shipping and freight. Participants in the
focus group wanted competitive rates in shipping, packaging for specialty products, and coordination of
shipping issues. Several participants expressed a need for blanket-wrap freight and back-haul
opportunities.

5) Are there any government regulations that adversely affect the industry?

There was a general sense that county regulations are not business friendly. Participants felt that
regulations “seem to be so piecemeal” and the permitting process could have a greater degree of
streamlining. The facilitator suggested that they look at Sunnyvale, California as a model for a
streamlined permitting process. Some of the focus group participants mentioned that several Amish
entrepreneurs have formed a streamlining committee.

While some participants felt that the county’s scenic overlay ordinance was a nuisance, others
recognized that LaGrange County is “unique because of the Amish community” and that measures
should be taken to preserve the rural appearance of the county. A focus group member suggested that
the county and town governments work in partnership. He suggested that Amish community members
present the local elected officials “with our solutions to the issues we have.”

6) Are there infrastructure-related issues that need to be addressed?

Focus group participants said that they specifically need natural gas hook ups and road repairs to some
of the “back roads.” They noted that the scenic overlay is largely in Amish areas and affects them
disproportionately.

7) Are there issues specific to the Amish Community that should be addressed?

The focus group members said that they “want to be good stewards in the community,” but they
sometimes feel that county and town regulations are too restrictive.
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